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PREFACE 


This  report  of  a 1991  survey  of  attitudes  toward  human  rights  and  toward  self  in  Alberta 
schools,  is  directed  to  teachers,  parents,  school  administrators,  and  others  interested 
in  education  in  Alberta. 
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SUMMARY  REPORT 


Background 

The  people  of  Alberta  are  interested  in  and  concerned  about  promoting  tolerance  and 
respect  for  others,  and  ensuring  basic  human  rights  for  all.  In  1983,  the  government  of 
Alberta  responded  to  concerns  about  these  issues  by  appointing  the  Committee  on 
Tolerance  and  Understanding.  This  Committee  heard  the  views  of  interested  groups 
and  individuals  and  made  its  recommendations  for  change  in  its  Final  Report, 
prepared  in  1984. 

By  1990,  Alberta  Education  and  schools  and  school  boards  had  made  many  of  the 
recommended  changes.  The  government  of  Alberta  and  educators  expected  that  the 
result  of  these  changes  would  be  increasingly  positive  attitudes  among  students, 
teachers  and  principals.  However,  no  "hard"  information  was  available  about  whether 
attitudes  had  actually  changed. 

A Roundtable  Discussion  Group,  representing  educators  and  others  interested  in 
human  rights,  chaired  jointly  by  the  Honorable  Elaine  McCoy  and  the  Honorable  Jim 
Dinning,  met  to  consider  how  this  information  could  be  gathered.  A Working 
Committee,  drawn  from  the  Roundtable  Discussion  Group,  recommended  that  Alberta 
Education  begin  to  assess  the  attitudes  of  students,  teachers  and  school  principals, 
and  establish  benchmarks  so  that,  in  future,  attitudes  in  our  schools  can  be  measured 
in  a meaningful  way. 

Purpose 

The  purpose  of  the  survey  was: 

1.  To  determine  the  extent  to  which  Grade  8 and  Grade  11  students  hold  positive 
attitudes  about  human  rights  and  about  themselves. 

2.  To  provide  a starting  point  for  further  investigation  of  attitudes  held  by  Alberta 
students. 

3.  To  identify  specific  student  attitudes  that  may  be  cause  for  concern. 

4.  To  establish  provincial  benchmarks  for  future  use  by  schools,  school  boards  and 
Alberta  Education. 

5.  To  initiate  and  generate  discussion  about  the  attitudes  of  young  Albertans. 
Description  of  the  Survey 

Staff  of  Alberta  Education  conducted  the  survey  in  the  spring  of  1991,  with  the 
assistance  of  Project  Consultant  Dr.  Verner  Nyberg.  They  received  advice  and 
direction  from  a steering  committee  made  up  of  representatives  of  the  education 
community  and  human  rights  interest  groups. 
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Survey  questionnaires  were  administered  to  students  in  Grade  8 and  Grade  1 1 in  a 
sample  of  Alberta  schools,  to  the  principals  of  the  schools  that  these  students 
attended,  and  to  the  teachers  of  social  studies  and  Career  and  Life  Management 
(CALM)  in  these  schools.  In  total,  5,434  students  were  surveyed  in  1 1 1 schools. 

Survey  questions  attempted  to  assess  students'  attitudes  toward  self  as  well  as 
attitudes  toward  human  rights:  The  researchers  predicted  that  there  was  likely  to  be  a 
connection  between  these  two  variables.  The  student  form  dealt  with  two  aspects  of 
self-concept  (self-esteem  and  relationships  with  peers),  and  human  rights  attitudes  in 
five  areas  (ethnic  groups,  roles  of  males  and  females,  people  with  disabilities, 
religious  groups,  and  senior  citizens).  Teachers  and  principals  were  asked  about  their 
perceptions  of  the  students'  attitudes,  and  about  the  resources  and  support  available 
to  help  them  encourage  students'  growth  in  these  areas.  All  survey  forms  provided 
space  for  (optional)  written  comments. 

Findings 

The  instrument  yielded  valid  and  reliable  data  that  can  be  used  to  compare  the 
attitudes  of  the  groups  surveyed  and  to  assess  the  attitudes  of  other  groups  in  the 
future. 

These  are  some  of  the  major  conclusions  drawn  from  the  study. 

1.  Positive  Attitudes.  The  study  showed  that,  overall,  Alberta  students  have  positive 
attitudes  toward  themselves  and  others. 

Specifically: 

a.  Males  had  more  positive  attitudes  than  females  about  self-concept  (self- 
esteem and  peer  relationships). 

b.  Females  had  more  positive  attitudes  than  males  about  human  rights. 

c.  Grade  11  students  had  more  positive  attitudes  than  Grade  8 students  about 
self-esteem,  and  were  more  tolerant  of  people  with  disabilities. 

d.  Grade  8 students  were  more  tolerant  than  Grade  11  students  in  the  areas  of 
ethnicity  and  aging. 

2.  Negative  or  Ambivalent  Attitudes.  More  detailed  analysis  of  the  survey  results 
revealed  that  some  groups  of  students  have  negative  attitudes  in  some  areas.  A 
number  of  students  also  expressed  ambivalent  (neutral)  attitudes.  This  may  mean 
that  they  are  open  to  change  and  that  they  need  more  information  or  experience 
before  forming  an  opinion. 

Specifically: 

a.  Females  expressed  lower  self-esteem  (as  compared  with  males),  based 
primarily  on  concerns  about  personal  appearance. 
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b.  Many  males  expressed  feelings  of  alienation  in  their  responses  to  items  about 
i)  working  with  students  who  are  different  from  themselves  and  ii)  willingness 
to  discuss  their  problems. 

c.  Many  students  (in  all  groups)  expressed  feelings  of  discomfort  around  people 
who  speak  a different  language. 

d.  Grade  11  students,  particularly  males  in  small  communities  (those  with 
populations  less  than  6,000),  expressed  a lower  level  of  tolerance  for  new 
Canadians. 

e.  Males  at  both  grade  levels,  but  particularly  Grade  11  males  in  small 
communities,  were  less  willing  to  accept  the  equality  of  the  sexes  regarding 
job  assignments. 

f.  Males  at  both  grade  levels  were  less  willing  than  females  to  extend  voting 
rights  to  people  who  cannot  read  or  write. 

g.  Many  students,  but  especially  males,  expressed  discomfort  around  people 
with  physical  disabilities. 

h.  Males,  particularly  Grade  11  males  in  small  communities,  expressed  less 
tolerance  than  females  toward  other  religions. 

i.  All  groups  of  students,  but  especially  males,  expressed  a lack  of  interest  in 
learning  about  different  religions. 

j.  Males  were  less  accepting  than  females  of  the  rights  of  elderly  people  to  work 
and  drive  cars. 

3.  Principals*  and  Teachers*  Attitudes.  Both  principals  and  teachers  expressed 
generally  positive  views  about  their  students'  self-concept  and  attitudes  toward 
human  rights,  and  about  the  support  and  resources  available  for  promoting 
students'  growth  in  these  areas.  Principals  tended  to  respond  somewhat  more 
positively  than  teachers. 

Some  teachers  felt  that  gifted  students  did  not  receive  sufficient  attention  in  their 
schools.  Others  were  concerned  that  the  needs  of  students  with  physical 
disabilities  and  other  special  needs  were  not  being  met  adequately. 

Most  teachers  and  principals  said  that  their  schools  had  no  special  activities  or 
programs  to  promote  human  rights,  and  many  teachers  were  unaware  of  school 
policies  related  to  human  rights. 

Recommendations  of  the  Steering  Committee 

After  reviewing  the  results  ot  the  survey  in  detail,  the  Steering  Committee  made  these 

recommendations: 

1.  Various  groups  and  organizations,  such  as  Alberta  Education,  Alberta  Advanced 
Education,  school  advisory  groups,  Specialist  Councils  of  the  Alberta  Teachers’ 


3 


Association,  the  Human  Rights  Commission,  the  Alberta  Multiculturalism 
Commission,  and  school  boards  and  their  communities  should  share  the 
responsibility  for  developing  more  tolerant  and  understanding  attitudes  among 
young  people. 

2.  Schools  that  participated  in  the  survey  should  share  their  results  with  their  school 
councils  and  community  members,  and  ask  for  their  assistance  to:  a)  identify 
areas  where  an  improvement  in  students'  attitudes  would  be  desirable,  b)  set 
goals,  and  c)  support  the  schools'  efforts  to  achieve  these  goals.  Community 
groups  should  work  together  to  improve  respect  for  human  rights,  within  the 
context  of  local  needs  and  resources. 

3.  Schools  and  communities  should  publicize  initiatives  they  are  undertaking  to 
promote  tolerance  and  understanding  among  young  people.  Good  ideas 
developed  in  the  community  will  very  likely  be  applicable  in  other  communities  as 
well. 

4.  To  assist  teachers  in  their  efforts  to  improve  students'  self-concepts  and  attitudes 
toward  human  rights,  Alberta  Education  should: 

a.  Consider  establishing  attainment  targets  for  the  development  of  desirable 
personal  characteristics,  so  that  school  boards  can  work  toward  increasing 
self-esteem  in  girls  and  reducing  feelings  of  alienation  in  boys. 

b.  Identify  specific  areas  of  the  school  program  where  the  study  of  human  rights 
issues  and  the  development  of  a positive  self-concept  can  be  addressed  and 
reinforced.  These  areas  would  probably  be  parts  of  the  social  studies, 
language  arts,  science,  and  mathematics  programs  at  all  levels,  the  health 
program  at  the  elementary  and  junior  high  levels,  and  the  Career  and  Life 
Management  (CALM)  program  at  the  senior  high  level. 

For  example,  general  and  specific  learner  expectations  for  media  literacy 
(language  arts)  could  include  understanding  the  effects  of  messages  that 
promote  an  unrealistic  body  image  for  females,  reinforce  stereotypes,  and  fail 
to  reflect  the  diversity  of  human  beings. 

c.  Distribute  the  "Follow-up  Activities"  that  were  included  with  the  survey 
questionnaire  to  all  schools  and  encourage  communities  to  develop  learning 
resources  that  are  sensitive  to  local  needs. 

d.  Discuss  with  university  faculties  of  education  how  best  to  develop  knowledge 
and  skills  related  to  human  rights  issues  among  students  who  are  preparing  to 
teach  in  Alberta's  schools. 

5.  The  Specialist  Councils  of  the  Alberta  Teachers’  Association  should  work 
cooperatively  with  the  Human  Rights  Commission  to  develop  inservice  packages 
for  teachers. 

These  packages  could  focus  on:  i)  making  teachers  more  sensitive  to  human 
rights  issues,  ii)  reviewing  Alberta  Education's  policy  on  promoting  positive 
attitudes  in  the  classroom,  and  iii)  studying  Alberta's  human  rights  legislation  and 
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Canada's  Charter  of  Rights  and  Freedoms.  The  inservice  sessions  should  help 

teachers  to  set  a good  example  of  tolerant  and  understanding  attitudes  for  their 

students,  and  to  develop  curriculum  materials  for  lessons  on  human  rights  issues. 

6.  School  boards  should: 

a.  Provide  inservice  training  to  school  administrators  and  teachers,  so  that  all 
staff  are  aware  of  current  policies  on  tolerance,  understanding,  and  respect  for 
diversity  in  Alberta's  schools. 

b.  Encourage  schools  to  build  on  positive  attitudes  that  students  have  learned  in 
the  home  and  to  extend  students'  knowledge  and  understanding  of  people 
different  from  themselves. 

c.  Involve  elderly  people  in  school  councils  and  school  programs,  with  a view  to 
promoting  positive  attitudes  toward  older  people  among  students. 

d.  Publicize  existing  materials  that  could  help  educators  improve  students’  self- 
concept  and  attitudes  toward  human  rights  (for  example,  the  model  school 
board  policy  prepared  by  the  Multicultural  Council  of  the  Alberta  Teachers' 
Association  and  the  journal  articles  by  Kinsella  and  Thomas  listed  in  the 
"Reference"  section  of  the  full  technical  report). 

7.  Community  groups  should: 

a.  Use  the  survey  to  gather  and  share  information  about  attitudes  in  their 
community.  Such  a local  study  would  permit  people  to  express  their  feelings, 
help  to  identify  issues,  and  promote  a willingness  to  participate  in  the 
resolution  of  these  issues. 

b.  Take  responsibility  for  making  their  community  a place  where  everyone  feels 
respected  and  valued. 

8.  The  Steering  Committee  also  made  suggestions  for  further  research: 

a.  The  same  survey  should  be  readministered  in  1994,  when  students  who  were 
in  Grade  8 during  the  1991  administration  will  be  in  Grade  11.  The  Human 
Rights  Commission  could  contract  with  a university  researcher  to  conduct  the 
survey. 

b.  Consideration  should  be  given  to  gathering  more  demographic  information  so 
as  to  gain  a better  perspective  on  the  views  of  minorities  such  as  Natives  and 
students  of  particular  ethnic  and  religious  backgrounds. 

c.  Schools  in  communities  not  represented  in  the  1991  sample  should  be  given 
the  opportunity  to  use  the  survey  to  gather  information  about  their  young 
people. 
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The  Steering  Committee  made  additional  suggestions  for  further  research.  These  and 
other  details  about  the  administration  of  the  survey  and  the  analysis  of  the  data  can  be 
found  in  the  technical  report  on  the  survey.  The  technical  report  includes  more 
detailed  information  about: 

• development  of  the  survey  instruments 

• scores  for  the  subscales  and  items  on  the  surveys 

• decile  norms  based  on  the  student  survey 

• students',  teachers',  and  principals'  comments 

• observations,  conclusions  and  recommendations 


The  technical  report  also  has  appendices  containing  the  survey  instruments  and 
instructions  for  principals  and  teachers.  To  obtain  a copy  of  this  report,  contact  the 
Human  Rights  Commission,  427-3116. 

A Final  Word 

Christina  Barabash,  a student  who  responded  to  the  survey  when  it  was  administered 
and  then  served  on  the  Steering  Committee,  during  her  Grade  12  year,  had  this  to  say: 

The  experience  of  being  on  the  Steering  Committee  for  the  Survey  of 
Attitudes  Toward  Human  Rights  and  Toward  Self  in  Alberta  Schools 
proved  to  be  extremely  interesting.  I was  in  the  unique  position  of  having 
been  one  of  the  students  who  responded  to  the  survey  when  it  was 
administered  in  May  and  then  participated  in  the  process  of  examining 
the  survey's  results.  Although  the  discussions  of  this  committee  seemed 
at  times  frustrating  and  endlessly  cyclical,  the  issues  and  concerns  that 
arose  made  me  further  aware  of  the  current  situation  and  what  remains  to 
be  accomplished  in  the  area  of  promoting  tolerance.  Obviously,  this 
survey  is  a stepping  stone  to  promote  awareness,  increase  dialogue,  and 
promote  the  action  that  is  necessary  for  all  individuals  to  feel  not  only 
accepted  for  their  cultural  heritage  but  also  important  as  Canadians — 
essential  in  making  Canada  the  wonderfully  diverse  nation  it  is.  If  this 
survey  and  the  work  of  the  Steering  Committee  succeed  in 
demonstrating  that  more  has  to  be  done  by  everyone,  in  all  communities, 

I will  feel  that  we  have  achieved  someth™ 
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